Organisations have over the years implemented many improvement initiatives, many of which were applied individually with no real, lasting improvement.
Introduction
This paper introduces the 20 Keys as a benchmarking tool and describes some of the findings recorded using the 20 Keys in determining organisational capability in selected South African companies.
The paper is structured as follows:
• An overview perspective of benchmarking is provided
• The 20 Keys is introduced as a systemic approach to the improvement of organisational capability
The 20 Keys benchmarking process is described as well as some of its limitations and some suggestions are made to overcome these A look at organisational capability in selected South African companies
Benchmarking -Some definitions
Benchmarking is defined as the continuous process of measuring one's products, services and practices against the toughest competitors or those companies recognised as industry leaders. It also includes the search for the best industry practices that will lead to superior performance [Gregoire and Delaney, p7].
The process of benchmarking often involves the following steps:
1. Knowledge of one's own operations (Le. understanding one's strengths and weaknesses)
2. Gaining knowledge of the external market by researching other companies.
In this regard, it is important to know what companies in other industries are doing -some useful ideas and techniques may be adopted.
3. Establishing performance targets based on the knowledge gained.
4. Directing one's efforts on the established best operating characteristics [Adam and VandeWater, p24] .
Benchmarking is thus a tool to identify, establish and achieve standards of excellence; standards based on the realities of the market place. Benchmarking therefore forces an external focus to becoming competitive and often this will provide "breakthrough" thinking that will lead to non-linear improvements in performance [Landry, p54] .
3.
The 20 Keys as a systemic approach to the improvement of organisational capability
The 20 Keys to Workplace Improvement was developed over a dozen years ago by however, no company is yet known to have achieved a perfect score in all the categories . Organisations which start on a workplace improvement drive usually find that they score between 25 and 35 points, out of a possible 100. [This has' proved to be true even for well-known Japanese companies who have for years implemented TQM, TPM, QC circles, or other improvement initiatives] Experience has shown that it is possible to improve by about 20 points over a three year period resulting in :
• significant productivity gains (usually doubling output per man hour) significant quality improvements (two to tenfold) reduced cycle times Single Focused Initiatives [Kobayashi, p3] Kobayashi states that single bean sprouts grow towards their goals, but if they are not supported by growth in other areas of business, they are not strong and collapse at the first sign of "turbulence". As an example, if "inventory reduction" is considered as a single-focused initiative, management may decide to hold less stock and reduce batch sizes. If this is done without supplier involvement.
addressing setup times, looking at coupling issues, or scheduling implications, etc., the company may not achieve the intended benefits. In some cases. performance may even deteriorate. The 20 Keys allows the company to evaluate its progress in each of the Keys which support such an initiative in the most appropriate (evolutionary) way. When a . multi-factor or coherent package of change is implemented, the fundamental constitution of the company is strengthened and company goals are achieved under most conditions.
4.
The 20 Keys benchmarking process
The level of understanding required for each Key varies to some extent, therefore.
to illustrate the benchmarking process, the most readily understandable Key has been chosen, namely Key 1 -Cleaning and Organising. Level 1 Characteristics 1. The workplace environment is dirty and "litter" has neither been defined in its various forms, nor has it been quantified.
Employees have as yet not developed a common understanding of what makes work
easy and what makes work difficult. 3. The storage of items (tools, jigs, manuals, equipment, etc.) directly on the floor is common in the workplace. 4. Notices are either outdated, worn, cluttered or dirty; making it unlikely to notice newer notices or signs. 5. Cleaning equipment is not readily available or easily accessible. 6. Waste bins, ashtrays or other disposal bins (for specific waste such as paper or glass) tend to overflow or there is a lack of discipline in storage whereby foreign objects (not meant for these bins) are often placed in these. 7. Items (tools, jigs, manuals, equipment, etc.) have not yet been identified for removal, disposal, nearby storage, etc. depending on their usage (never, seldom, intermittent, often).
Actions required to progress to level 2
Actions which are required to move to a level 2 are also described in order to help with the benchmarking process. These are normally summarised as "addressing floor surfaces" and typically include the following actions :
• All floors must be cleared of unnecessary items.
• Nothing should be placed directly on the floor.
The workplace is examined to eliminate all waste and non-essential tools and material. As much as possible should be disposed -items with no clearly foreseeable use should be removed from the workplace.
Recognise employees who are putting an extra effort in the Cleaning & Organising process.
Level 2 Characteristics 1. There are no unneeded items lying around -There are no cigarette butts, pieces of scrap paper, tools, files, machines and parts that are not used for months or years. ' 2. Cleaning equipment is stored neatly I brooms are hung properly -Cleaning tools are stored near the shop floor. Brooms are hung properly so that the edges don't touch the floor and they are easily retrieved. environment will also focus on ensuring that everything is made "visual".
Limitations and Benefits of the benchmarking process
As the 20 Keys is adopted around the world, many practitioners, researchers and academics will provide further input and/or criticisms in order to gain a better understanding of this important management tool. At this stage, the following problems appear to be of most concern:
• The role of the facilitator When benchmarking an organisation for the first time, the facilitator's role is critical in explaining and describing the characteristics of each level for every key and in facilitating the process at arriving at a consensus score.
Companies who merely use the 20 Keys as a benchmarking tool will be dependent on the ability of the facilitator. In contrast however, companies who implement the full 20 Keys programme are less reliant on a competent facilitator since their knowledge and understanding of the benchmarking system is implicitly achieved in the systematic (continuous improvement) implementation process.
• Some relative measures Some of the criteria described in certain keys are not consistent with the "characteristics" theme for each level. For example, a criterion for a Level 3 company in Key 11-Quality Assurance System, is that "the defect rate has been reduced by at least half'. Naturally, this criterion appears to be relative to your starting base and can result in unnecessary debate where companies have not implemented the philosophy and understood its significance. Perhaps, some additional clarity is required for these criteria.
Ensuring objectivity of participants
There are occasions where even the best of facilitators is unable to obtain an acceptable self-evaluation for a given group. Although this is rare, one such case is known to the author (see comments described in part 5 below).
This problem can easily be identified by the systemic nature of the 20 Keys illustrated in the bean sprout analogy. (Note that the facilitator should also insist on "evidence" for characteristics suggested by the participants).
Correlation between each Key as an indicator of an objective benchmark
The bean sprout analogy described above, suggests a high correlation between all of the Keys. Therefore, if a low score is achieved in a particular Key, it is unlikely that much higher scores will be achieved in other Keys. For example , if a score of • and other preparation activities necessary for effective changeovers.
As a rule-of-thumb, the standard deviation for the 20 Keys score can be used in determining whether the benchmarking process has achieved an acceptable score for the "bean sprout effect,,4. Note however that consistent h19h scores for each of the Keys may well indicate a consistent evaluation in terms of the "bean sprout effect", but these may nevertheless be overstated .
Rule-of-thumb Tool In order to assist with the benchmarking process, a correlation test could be devised, but it should be noted that Prof. Kobayashi does not focus on the statistical validity of the process, since his focus is on self-benchmarking for the sake of continuous improvement. The benchmarking system helps companies to decide where they are, where they would like to be and the detailed steps of how to get there.
• As a company achieves higher scores for each of the 20 Keys , the criteria required focus more heavily on ach ieving the ' bean sprout effect" and thus the correlation between each of the Keys is more evident.
Some Benefits
The following benefits of the benchmarking system were deemed worthy of note:
Although the 20 Keys embraces world-class philosophies and criteria within a pre-defined framework, previous improvement initiatives undertaken by a company can be evaluated in terms of their effectiveness in having strengthened the company's constitution. For example, if a company has implemented a performance management system which cascades the strategic goals of the Managing Director through to all levels with associated performance measures, the effectiveness of this initiative would be evaluated in terms of its contribution to the advancement of Key 2 -Rationalising the System / Goal Alignment.
The benchmarking system .is not industry-specific; it also takes into account particular industry advances and areas where an industry is behind other industries . This latter point is useful in generating improvement ideas.
Furthermore, the breadth of the 20 Keys allows for the system to recognise areas where progress has been made.
The benchmarking system is easily understandable. Although some of the Quality Assurance and Industrial Engineering concepts may only be readily understandable at management level, the detailed improvement steps allows the shop-floor to progress towards an understanding in an evolutionary way.
5.
A look at organisational capability in selected South African companies"
Just over half of the companies who were benchmarked are currently implementing the 20 Keys programme and many are either about to initiate the programme or are considering its implementation . Only a handful of companies exposed to the approach through benchmarking have opted to pursue their own initiatives . The overall findings are summarised below with the number of plants/factories/sites indicated. In contrast to these findings, a number of Japanese companies have achieved a score of 65 (for which a bronze prize is awarded), whilst a handful have achieved a score of 75 (for which a silver prize is awarded). Only one Japanese company is close to achieving a gold award, requiring a score of over 85. The most significant 20 Keys benchmarking exercise undertaken is one by the • Figure 3 shows the results of the plant with the highest score during both rounds. 
Figure 3
The following comments [Swart] apply to the table above:
• Many supplier plants benchmarked themselves lower during the 2nd round, due to improved leaming and understanding of the 20 Keys -there had been a realisation that the benchmarking scores had been somewhat optimistic during their first exposure to the system. The bean sprout effect seems also to be more pronounced during the second benchmarking session, where the standard deviation for the 20 Keys score has reduced in most cases.
One or two companies attempted to overstate their scores -these disappointing individuals not only did their companies a disservice by being dishonest, but also did some damage to an important supplier partnering relationship which relies on their trust and honesty. Experienced facilitators can easily determine overstated scores by asking for evidence to substantiate these. (see also the comments relating to the correlation error). Housekeeping improved by 18 % as rated on a risk management score by the company 's insurer.
• Management of shop-floor teams by supervisors improved .
• Sugges tions for improvement from employees increased .
Throughput increased by 75 %.
• Customer complaints reduced .
Customer claims reduced by 60 %.
• Budgeted financial targets met for the first time.
Three externa l company awards received for excellence.
Conclusions
The 20 Keys is an important benchmarking and improvement approach. This systemic, integrated and synergistic philosophical approach should not mislead audiences to believing that it is merely a framework which integrates known worldclass practices or that it merely states the obvious of "good management practices" .
Furthermore , the two books written by Iwao Kobayashi provide some information about the benchmarking criteria and the approach required , however, the philosophy requires knowledge of its true potential. The power of the 20 Keys lies in its adoption as a fundamental way of managing the workplace and is only truly understood through dedicated and committed application.
With regard to the benchmarking element of the approach , it provides employees with a tool to visualise improvement steps in a simple, logical and concrete manner.
For management, it can provide a measure of the overall strength of the organisation 's constitut ion or capability. Although there are certain limitations to the benchmarking approach with respect to rigour, the 20 Keys nevertheless has proved to be an important tool as an indicator of organisational strength.
The benchmarking results from selected South African companies show that there is a considerable road ahead for these companies wishing to achieve World Class status . However, the few companies who have experimented with the approach have shown significant benefits in the limited time the approach was adopted.
